Polysomnographic study of the autonomic nervous system in potential victims of sudden infant death syndrome.
To determine the influence of sleep stages and night-time distribution on cardiac autonomic activity, the polysomnographic recordings of 18 victims of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) and of 36 control infants were studied. Autoregressive spectral analyses of heart rate (HR), using both short-term and whole-night methods, were evaluated as a function of sleep stages. The two main peaks of normalized LF and HF were computed during the night and the sympathovagal balance (LF/HF) was determined. In both NREM and REM sleep, SIDS infants were characterized by significantly lower normalized HF powers and higher LF/HF ratios. This finding was observed in both short-term and whole-night HR spectral analyses. In addition, SIDS victims were characterized by the presence of a high desynchronized peak of sympathetic tonus in the late hours of the night, a finding not seen in the control subjects. This report adds further indirect evidence for a possible sleep-related impairment of autonomic controls in some infants who died of SIDS.